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It's overlong but this environmental tale is almost a masterpiece, says Jonathan Bate 


The Power of Movement in Plants is one of Charles Darwin's lesserknown books. Published in 1880 near the 
end of his life, and based on research conducted with his son, it argued that since the roots of plants have 
"the power of directing the movements of the adjoining parts", they act "like the brain of one of the lower 
animals". Imagine a tree as a kind of upside-down animal with the brain in the roots, the trunk as the body, 
the branches as the moving limbs, and the crown as the seedsharing reproductive organ. 


Then bend your mind round the idea that trees communicate with one another. They share carbon and other 
nutrients via a "wood-wide web" of mycorrhizal fungi. When under attack from insects, they release toxins 
that allow their neighbours to mount a defence. Could trees be in some sense sentient? Now imagine a book 
that begins like this: "You and the tree in your backyard come from a common ancestor. A billion and a half 
years ago, the two of you parted ways. But even now, after an immense journey in separate directions, that 
tree and you still share a quarter of your genes." This is the opening not of Richard Powers's new novel, but 
of the imaginary book of its heroine, a plant biologist called Patricia Westerford. 


First she is ridiculed by her scientific peers for writing an academic paper arguing that "the biochemical 
behaviour of individual trees may make sense only when we see them as members of a community". But she 
fights on, finding more and more evidence, and her book The Secret Forest becomes an international 
bestseller. It is clear that in creating "Plant-Patty" Westerford, he has drawn from The Hidden Life of Trees, 
the international bestseller by the German forester Peter Wohlleben, stitchfiction ing it together with the 
research of female scientists such as Monica Gagliano and Suzanne Simard, who have been at the forefront 
of the new plant ecophysiology. We now know that deforestation is a greater cause of climate change than 
the carbon emissions of motor vehicle, and that millions of human lives have been saved by the penicillium 
genus of fungi. Yet we continue to destroy the rainforest and the ancient stands of redwood. The time is ripe 
for a big novel that tells us as much about trees as Moby-Dick does about whales but with the protagonists in 
the form of ecowarriors as opposed to hunters armed with harpoons. 


The Overstory is that novel and it is very nearly a masterpiece. The "overstory" is the technical term for the 
highest layer of vegetation in a forest or woodland, usually the canopy-forming trees. Powers plays on this 

sense as he overlays story upon story, while also suggesting that the real connections between things, and 
between us and our environment, lie below the ground, among the intertwining roots. 
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The novel is structured like a tree. First, the roots: the family histories and early lives of nine loners and 
misfits, all of whom have a connection to trees. Then the trunk: the story of their coming together in an 
anti-logging protest, with Swampy-like camping in the forest canopy, chaining to the trees and a vicious 
police assault. They establish the "Free Bioregion of Cascadia" — only on the west coast of the US ... Then 
we reach the crown, in which things go a little far, as peaceful protest spills over into ecoterrorism. And finally 
the seeds, floating into the future, or into death, like the atoms of Lucretius — the encyclopaedic powers of 
Powers extend from the sciences to the literary classics. 


On almost every page of The Overstory you will find sentences that combine precision and vision. You will 
learn new facts about trees, for instance that "a thorn acacia makes sugary protein treats to feed and enslave 
the ants who guard it"; that "ripening fruit led to colour vision"; and that "Myrtles scattered throughout the 
forest all flower on a single day". 


The novel's professed aim is to "revive that dead metaphor at the heart of the word bewilderment" — that is 
to say, to take the reader into a wilderness that will awaken the sense of wonder and stir up the idea that "the 
most wondrous products of four billion years of life need help". 


So why is it only very nearly a masterpiece? First, because not all the characters are sufficiently realised; like 
several of Powers's previous (always capacious and arresting) novels, the book is a kind of self-driving car, 
propelled by the underlying ideas, with the characters in the passenger seat. Second, it takes on too much. 
One plotline concerns a paraplegic Indian immigrant computer genius who creates a globally triumphant 
"virtual world" interactive online game called Mastery, only to realise too late that true wonder and true 
community are to be found in the real world of nature. This is a powerful narrative, but it feels as if it belongs 
to another book. 


Third, because this overstory is overlong. It runs wild because it lacks the pruning hook of a strong editor. 
The imprint page tells us that the book is "made from Forest Stewardship Council® certified paper", but — 
exhilarating read that it is — it would have been even better if its production had not cost the lives of quite so 
many trees. 


Th O t The Overstory by Richard Powers William Heinemann, 502pp; £18.99 

What begins as a Swampylike protest against logging spills over into ecoterrorism 
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